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About the 
Singapore 
Bicentennial

The Singapore Bicentennial marks the 200th anniversary 

of the arrival of the British in Singapore, a turning point 

in our history. But our story starts way before that.

Travelling back in time to 700 years ago, the Singapore 

Bicentennial is an occasion for us to reflect on our extensive 

and textured history: how we have evolved, from a place 

with a geographically strategic location, into Singaporeans 

with a unique DNA. 

This commemoration features a huge cast of contributors, 

as well as the regional and global developments that have 

shaped our lives and identities.





Singapore
Bicentennial: 
Origin Stories
Behind each family name and business brand 

is a story of strength, adaptability, and resilience. 

The families and businesses featured in this e-book 

tell of the diversity of migrant beginnings and 

memories that make up our collective history: 

ocean crossings, the legacies of illustrious 

forebears, and our continuing contributions.

This set of stories were collected by the Singapore 

Bicentennial’s volunteer story documenters.
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My father S. Karuppiah at the immigration customs. 
Courtesy of Dr. K. Vellayappan s/o Karuppiah & 

Chettiars’ Temple Society.
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A Chettiar’s 
Journey to 
Singapore: 
Nagapattinam 
to Singapore on 
the SS Rajula Ship 
in August 1954

BY DR. K. VELLAYAPPAN



A small sailboat headed towards SS Rajula. 
Courtesy of Dr. K. Vellayappan s/o Karuppiah & 

Chettiars’ Temple Society.

Boarding SS Rajula. Courtesy of Dr. K. Vellayappan s/o Karuppiah & 
Chettiars’ Temple Society.
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My name is Vellayappan s/o Karuppiah. I was born on 11 June 

1944 in my ancestral village of Kallal, Ramnad District, Madras 

Presidency (Tamil Nadu), India. I am the eldest in my family of 

2 brothers and 2 sisters.

It has been 64 years since I crossed the sea on SS Rajulla.

My grandfather, Rm. V. Supramanium Chettiar, started his private 

financing and money lending firm in Singapore at Market Street 

circa 1894. When he passed away in 1927, my father Karuppiah 

Chettiar and his 3 brothers took over the firm. As per tradition, 

the women stayed in India while the men, including the eldest son, 

would be taken by their fathers or close relatives to Singapore 

between the ages of 10 to 12 to start their apprenticeship in the 

private financing business.

When I was 10 years old, my father announced my move to 

Singapore. I was very excited to hear this as my father and relatives 

always brought us clothes, snacks, toys and gifts from Singapore. 

My impression was of Singapore as a very wealthy and modern 

city. Together with my father and my cousins, N. Subbiah and 

Lakshmanan, I left our village for Nagapattinam on a 6 hour car 

ride. From there, we went through the Immigration building bringing 

along 2 trunk suitcases, a few cotton bed rolls and bags of snacks 

like Murukku, Seedai and Panchamirtham. A few small sailboats then 

brought us to the Rajula ship that was anchored about 1 km away. 

Seeing the vast sea for the first time took my breath away. 

We reached the ship in less than an hour, and a small ladder was 

then lowered down for us to climb. I got onto the ship although 

I was scared by how it constantly rocked with the waves at high 

tide. It was very shaky and the steps were quite wide apart for 

my small legs. Separately, our luggage was loaded onto nets and 

transferred onto the ship. 

As we headed to our Second-Class accommodation, we collected 

our luggage. With all the passengers aboard, the ship let a loud 

horn and set sail. It was a memorable sight to see the ship’s big 

black funnel at the centre bellowing out clouds of smoke. 



Sailing into Singapore: Clifford Pier, Union Building, 
Bank of China Building, Fullerton Building. 

Courtesy of Dr. K. Vellayappan s/o Karuppiah & 
Chettiars’ Temple Society.
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Throughout the journey, my cousin Subbiah and I were seasick 

and constantly vomiting and sleeping. I was also homesick. 

Apart from the cooling sea breeze, the only way to pass time 

was to keep looking at the deep blue ocean whose shade would 

change constantly like a kaleidoscope. Seven days later, we 

reached Singapore on 1 September 1954 via Eastern Anchorage, 

Singapore. I was relieved that the long journey was finally over. 

Bumboats came to pick us up; as we approached Singapore, 

I could see the skyline of the tall Asia Insurance Building, Ocean 

Building, Arcade Building, Union Building and Fullerton Building. 

I had never seen such tall and large buildings before. They looked 

majestic and matched my expectations of what a great city 

Singapore was going to be.

Dr Vellayappan s/o Karuppiah is a Colombo Plan Scholar 

who obtained his M.B.B.S. medical degree from the 

University of Sydney in 1970. He is currently a member 

of the Hindu Endowment Board. The documentation 

of this story was facilitated by the Chettiars’ Temple 

Society for the Singapore Bicentennial.



Aljunied family tree.
Courtesy of Mr Syed Alwi Aljunied.



O
R

IG
IN

 S
T

O
R

IE
S

19

The Aljunied Family: 
Philanthropy 
beyond race 
and religion
BY MR SYED ALWI ALJUNIED AND 

THE MADRASAH ALJUNIED 

AL-ISLAMIAH STORY DOCUMENTERS



The 1855 timber beams, today. 
Courtesy of Madrasah Aljunied Story Documenters.
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Unknown to some, Aljunied is an old Arab family with many 

descendants still living in Singapore. Mr Syed Alwi Bin Abdullah 

Aljunied, who was born in 1945, is one of them. He belongs to 

the 5th generation and this is his story:

I used to stay in Saudi Arabia, for 18 years. Today I am a trustee 

of Masjid Omar Kampong Melaka (MOKM) and have been 

working here for the past 15 years. Together with my brother, 

we continue the legacy of our forefather, Syed Omar Aljunied.

MOKM is the first mosque established in Singapore. After moving 

to Singapore in 1820, my forefather, Syed Omar Aljunied, bought 

a plot of land to build the mosque. It was named after him as 

the founder of the mosque and after the community who helped 

design and build the mosque.

The original mosque was built of wood. Over the years, 

the mosque was constantly revamped with concrete 

added to [strengthen the structure and] accommodate the 

increasing number of worshippers. In spite of the continuous 

refurbishments, the foundation timber beams of 1855 

remain intact.

As an Arab merchant, Syed Omar Aljunied was a highly 

respected philanthropist who contributed significantly to 

Singapore’s development. Born in 1792 at Tarim, Hadhramaut, 

in Yemen, he had been doing business in Palembang, Sumatra, 

in Indonesia under the Dutch rulers. In 1820 upon the invitation 

of the British, he relocated to Singapore with his family and uncle, 

Syed Mohammed Bin Harun. With Singapore’s free port status, 

he saw opportunities to further his trade and was one of the first 

few Arabs to migrate to Singapore.

Syed Omar was extremely wealthy, not miserly, and never 

hesitated to give to charitable causes regardless of religion. 

Thus, he donated plots of land for the building of St. Andrew’s 

Cathedral and the pauper’s hospital that would later be known 

as Tan Tock Seng Hospital. 



The history of Masjid Omar Kampong Melaka. 
Courtesy of Madrasah Aljunied Story Documenters.
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Other than MOKM, Syed Omar was also the founder of 

the Bencoolen Mosque. His acts of philanthropy inspired 

his descendent, Syed Abdul Rahman Aljunied, to establish 

the second oldest madrasah in Singapore, Madrasah Aljunied 

Al-Islamiah, in 1927 and to set aside an additional plot of land 

at Jalan Kubor as Wakaf or public property to be used as 

a Muslim cemetery.

Today, Syed Omar’s legacy is remembered in the names of roads, 

schools, an MRT station and a mosque. He passed away in 1852 

at the age of 60. As a philanthropist, he understood the meaning 

of being Singaporean, helping those in need beyond their race 

and religion.

Mr Syed Alwi Aljunied is a 5th generation descendant of 

Syed Omar Aljunied, who founded Masjid Omar Kampong 

Melaka. The interview was conducted by the Madrasah 

Aljunied Al-Islamiah Story Documenters, who are Nur Fateema, 

Ummu Kulthum, Humaira Dewi, Basyirah, Nur Raihah, Nur Izzah, 

Nur Adibah Nasuhah and Siti Aisyah.



Tong Heng in the 1970s. Courtesy of Ms Ana Fong.
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Tong Heng 
Egg Tarts: 
Prosperity 
of the East
BY LINDA LEE AND CATHERINE ONG 

WITH MS FONG CHOY WAH AND ANA FONG
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Tong Heng’s diamond egg tart moulds. 
Courtesy of Ms Ana Fong.

From its humble beginnings at Pasir Panjang in the late 1920s, 

Tong Heng has grown into a heritage Cantonese pastry shop with 

its flagship outlet at 285 South Bridge Road. Its second outlet at 

Jurong Point Shopping Mall operates as a takeaway kiosk.

Started by the 1st generation owner and founder, Mr Fong Chee 

Heng, the name Tong Heng derives from his origins — the 

Southern Guangdong Dongguan Province in China — with 

“Tong” meaning the East paired with his last name “Heng”. 

When translated, Tong Heng means “Prosperity of the East”.

The history of Tong Heng dates back to the Imperial courts of the 

Qing Dynasty where the founder’s father was a court official. After 

his marriage, Fong Chee Heng left China for Singapore to seek a 
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better life for his family. He started with a drinks pushcart selling 

coffee and tea to mostly the coolies working in the godown area. 

As the coolies were constantly in fights and delayed payment, 

he and his wife decided to move to Chinatown. Together, they 

manned the stall while taking care of their 5 children.

The family moved to a shop space at 33 Smith Street in 1935. 

With diligence and frugality, Fong Chee Heng expanded their 

business to include kaya and egg toast. The family operated 

the business at full steam during the Japanese Occupation, 

and Fong Chee Heng by then had his hands on making egg 

tart, pastry, coffee and tea. In 1988, in view of the government’s 

plans to develop Smith Street into Chinatown Food Street, they 

resettled and bought a two-storey shophouse at their current 

location, 285 South Bridge Road.

In the 1970s, Fong Choy Wah teamed up with her business-

minded sister, Fong Seow Hua, to propel Tong Heng’s business 

to what it is today. They standardised Tong Heng’s egg tarts 

into its trademark diamond shape.

The iconic diamond shape distinguished Tong Heng’s egg 

tarts from their competitors’. They also re-introduced wedding 

pastries at the shop to serve the Cantonese clientele who would 

buy them as part of Cantonese wedding customaries.

Despite numerous challenges, from maintaining trust within 

the family to surviving international business rivalry, fluctuating 

demand and supply due to epidemics like Severe Acute 

Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) and Nipah virus, Tong Heng 

continues to survive the odds.

Ana Fong belongs to the 4th generation of the Tong Heng family. 

She runs the flagship outlet under Fong Choy Wah, one of the 

2 sisters from the 3rd generation who helmed the business. The 

interview was conducted by Story Documenters Linda Lee and 

Catherine Ong for the Singapore Bicentennial.



Sultan Mosque, the first mosque in the world 
to bag an ISO 9001–2015 certification. 
Courtesy of Mohamed Bin Salleh Patail.
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The Benevolent 
Legacy of 
Early Settlers —
Mohamed 
Eusoof Angullia

BY LILY BOK AND NURULHUDA SUBAHAN 

WITH MR MOHAMED PATAIL
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When news spread that Sir Stamford Raffles had opened a 

port in Singapore in 1819, Mohamed Salleh Eusoof Angullia, 

a merchant from the small town of Rander in Gujarat, India, 

was inspired to try his luck. He boarded a ship and set sail for 

Singapore, arriving and settling here in the mid-1800s. He settled 

at 240 Bencoolen Street, got married and had two sons. 

Armed with sound business acumen and a vision to succeed, 

Mohamed Salleh Eusoof established his own spice business in 

Singapore. He knew that Indian settlers would seek spices such 

as cloves, pepper and everything else that were used in cooking 

curry. Such spices were uncommon then, and he set up his spice 

shops along Chulia Street, Malacca Street and Telok Ayer Street, 

near the Singapore River and the business district. 

As his business expanded, he diversified and joined the real 

estate business. Not one to rest on his laurels, Mohamed Salleh 

Eusoof was adamant that accumulated wealth should also 

benefit society, particularly the poor and disadvantaged. 

The business generated a steady stream of income and profits, 

and he engaged a British law firm to write his will and set up the 

MSE Angullia Trust Fund in 1898. The fund would help the poor 

and disadvantaged around the world, including Mecca, Medina, 

Baghdad, Rander, and Singapore.

The quality of benevolence has been inherited by his lineage: 

other prominent contributions by the family include the building 

of the Angullia Mosque (1890) at Serangoon Road and Masjid 

Hajjah Rahimabi Kebun Limau (1960). 
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Today, the 66 year old Mr Mohamed Patail, a 5th generation 

of the Angullia family, is an active trustee of Masjid Sultan. 

He was also appointed as a trustee to the MSE Angullia Trust 

Fund from 1984 to 1994, to ensure the continuity of his family 

legacy. Trained in engineering, Mr Patail taps on his expertise 

and knowledge to reduce carbon footprint and was instrumental 

to Masjid Sultan incorporating the use of solar panels to become 

more energy efficient.

Mr Mohamed Patail is a 5th generation descendant of the 

Mohamed Salleh Eusoof Angullia family. He is also the Chairman 

of Masjid Sultan and represents the North Indian ethnic group 

of its Board of Trustees. The interview was conducted by Lily Bok 

and Nurulhuda Subahan for the Singapore Bicentennial.



Yeo Swee Neo and Tan Beng Chong. 
Courtesy of Mr Ronney Tan.
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My 
Peranakan 
Roots

BY KAREN HOISINGTON 

WITH MR RONNEY TAN
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Mr Ronney Tan, a 7th generation Peranakan Chinese, donated 

the portraits of his great-great-great-grandfather Tan Beng 

Chong (1799-1875) and his wife Yeo Swee Neo (1800-1879) to the 

National Gallery of Singapore. The NUS museum’s conservation 

experts restored the oil paintings to their former glory. From the 

paintings, Ronney learnt that the “baju panjang” was not the 

fashion of that time for Peranakan ladies, but rather, a Chinese 

“Hanfu” dress from the Ming Dynasty. In her hand is a “Ruyi” or 

Scepter to denote a high-ranking status.

Ronney shares, “As a child, I remember looking at a row of 

portrait paintings going back five generations on the wall of my 

grandfather’s study. By the 4th generation, photographs were 

taken instead. This pair of portraits was handed down from one 

generation to the next and in my hands eventually. We kept them 

for ancestral veneration ceremonies.”

The portraits are witnesses to a time in history. Accompanying 

these is a family history book, comprising detailed family records 

that were written by Ronney’s grandfather in both English and 

Chinese, dating back to 1939. 

“My family originally came from Zhangzhou in Fujian province in 

China. In the 1700s, my great-great-great-great grandfather, Tan 

Siang Long, left China for Batavia, Indonesia, to be a merchant-

mariner, and moved to Malacca in 1795. In 1799, his first son, Tan 

Beng Chong, arrived as the first-born boy outside China.”

Ronney’s great-great-great-grandfather, Tan Beng Chong (1799-

1875), was one of the original founders of the Keng Teck Whay 

Association (庆德会), established in 1831 by a group of 36 Hokkien 

Peranakan Chinese merchants from Malacca. Unlike other clan 

associations, Keng Teck Whay is a private family benefit society 

and the earliest Baba association in Singapore; it still exists. 

Singapore during the time of the East Indies was a bustling 

region for profit and trade. At the request of Raffles, Colonel 

Farquhar had personally invited Tan Beng Chong, as part of 

the 36 principal merchants in Malacca, to come to Singapore 
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and kick-start the economy. They were traders with storehouses 

along Boat Quay at the Singapore River, who spoke Hokkien, 

Dutch, and English. 

“In 1949, my father arrived in Singapore to work for Tan Tock 

Seng’s great-grandson, Robert Tan Hoon Siang. It was part of 

our tradition to work within the family circle. Robert’s father, 

Tan Chay Yan, was the world’s first commercial rubber planter, 

an inventor who rolled out his first rubber sheet in 1904 and 

benefitted hugely when the demand for car production 

propelled the price of rubber.”

“Now that I’m retired I spend more time in the Keng Teck Whay 

as a researcher and help trace the family tree and genealogy of 

other members of the association. As my great-grandfather Tan 

Jin Ann reminded us, all Peranakan Chinese are true-blooded 

Chinese and must not forget that.”

Mr Ronney Tan, 64, is currently the Secretary of The Peranakan 

Association of Singapore. He was conferred the Supporter of 

Heritage award in 2015 for donating two ancestral paintings to the 

National University of Singapore’s (NUS) Museum. The interview 

was conducted by Story Documenter Karen Hoisington.



Chop Wah On’s medicated oils. 
Courtesy of Mr Tong Kok Kai.
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Chop Wah On: 
A story of 
Entrepreneurial 
Spirit
BY CHONG MIAN HWEE AND 

HAN YOKE SIEW WITH TONG KOK KAI
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In 2015, Chop Wah On medicated oil won the Singapore Prestige 

Brand Award (SPBA) in the heritage brands category, in time for 

its 100th birthday bash.

Founded in 1916 by Mr Tong Chee Leong, a herbalist from 

Guangdong Province in China, the company has developed more 

than 20 medicated oils during its long history. Its bestselling 

Shake Hand Brand Crocodile Oil has helped countless customers 

overcome their eczema problems. These grateful customers 

have returned to the shop and penned their testimonials in the 

guest book.

From his shop at 34 Upper Cross Street, Mr Tong Kok Kai, the 

eldest of three brothers who helms the 102-year-old institution 

founded by their grandfather, shares his story. “Today, hardly 

anybody goes to a Chinese doctor for the common cough or 

cold. In the 1930s to 1950s, the ones who patronised us were the 

coolies, traders and the amahs or 妈姐. These amahs looked after 

the houses of their masters and they looked after the children. 

They found our medicated oils helpful in treating their ailments 

and spared them from seeing a doctor.”

According to him, “The coolies always looked back to their 

families. They made it a point to buy things home, largely 

medicine or medicated oils. That was one phase in the 

introduction of our medicated oils to China.”

Chop Wah On’s medicated oils trace their beginnings to spices 

such as cinnamon, nutmeg, eucalyptus, citronella and clove. 

The story dates back to Grandpa Tong who travelled from China 

to Singapore a century ago to forge a better life for his family. 

With his sharp business acumen, he saw the potential of Chinese 

herbs and the Southeast Asian spice trade.

He tapped on his herbal knowledge to create medicated oils using 

these spices. Chop Wah On’s first signature oil, the Red Flower Oil, 

was created using a cinnamon leaf oil base. Wah On or 华安 means 

peace for the Chinese. Grandpa Tong believed that Singapore was 

a place where Chinese migrants could find peaceful dwelling. 
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When business fluctuated, Mr Tong’s father, Tong Seng Mun, 

who had inherited the business at 67 Pagoda Street, became 

an animal dealer. He opened a miniature zoo in Pasir Panjang 

in 1957 and was a consultant for Van Kleef Aquarium. “We also 

had crocodiles and cooked crocodile meat with herbs as they 

were effective for asthma. Noticing that crocodiles heal fast from 

injuries, my father extracted crocodile oil fat and tried applying 

it on wounds. To his delight, this remedy worked in healing 

wounds!” The company officially launched its crocodile oil 

remedy in the 1970s.

As Singapore established itself as a commercial hub and tourist 

attraction, the business gained traction. What sets them apart 

from other businesses? Mr Tong answers, “A person who comes 

into the shop walks in as a stranger; by the time he walks out, 

he leaves as a friend and a customer.”

Mr Tong Kok Kai is the eldest of three brothers. The interview was 

conducted by Story Documenters Chong Mian Hwee and Han 

Yoke Siew for the Singapore Bicentennial.
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